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Writing the Activist Novel 
ABSTRACT:  
Between The Wars is a novel based on the life and work of pacifist and social 
reformer Muriel Lester. An early member of anti-war organisation The 
Fellowship of Reconciliation, Lester was also a friend of Gandhi and a founder of 
East London church and community centre Kingsley Hall. Between The Wars is 
an interrogation of the beliefs that inspired her, the Christian pacifist movement 
she was a part of, and the challenge of living out the values of peace through two 
world wars. It is also an exploration of the relationship between activism and 
ILFWLRQDQGWKHSRVVLELOLW\RIUHSUHVHQWLQJ/HVWHU¶VLGHDVLQILFWLRQDOIRUP 
 This paper examines the process of writing an activist novel that seeks 
change and yet allows, indeed encourages, the reader to question its beliefs, 
tracing the connections between the activism of Muriel Lester and the form and 
style of the novel she inspired. 
 
Keywords: activism, writing process, novel form, creative writing, historical 
fiction 
 
Writing the Activist Novel 
 
My novel Between The Wars is a story about activism and may be an activist novel. 
Inspired by the life and work of Muriel Lester, it is an interrogation of the beliefs that 
inspired her, the Christian pacifist movement she was a part of, and the challenge of 
living out the values of peace through two world wars. The novel is also an exploration 
of the relationship between activism and fiction, and the possibility of representing 
Lester's ideas in fictional form. As I set out to write the life and activism of Muriel 
Lester into a novel, and to discover if such a novel could provoke change in its own 
ULJKW,IRXQGWKDW0XULHO¶VDFWLYLVPbegan to make demands on the form and style of 
the novel. This article will examine the key implications of writing an activist novel that 
not only features Muriel Lester, but seeks to embody her ideas. 
Muriel Lester was an early member of the Fellowship of Reconciliation, a faith-
based anti war organisation founded in 1914. She later became a travelling secretary for 
WKH)25¶s international branch, in which capacity she travelled the world meeting both 
the powerful and those fighting for peace and justice in volatile situations. She 
interpreted these conflicts and struggles for a wide audience through talks, books and 
articles. Muriel was also a lifelong champion of social reform and, with her sister Doris, 
spearheaded the creation of Kingsley Hall, a radical community centre and church in 
Bow which played host to Gandhi in 1931. She was influenced by a powerful 
ideological cocktail of political non-violence, radical Christianity, mysticism, her 
practical experience of social work in Bow and her friendship with people of the East 
End²all of which stood on the foundation of a privileged position and upbringing, and 
her prodigious talents as a storyteller. 
Muriel herself defined her practice, somewhat grandly, as follows:  
Our business is to stop war, to purify the world, to get it saved from poverty and 
riches, to heal the sick, to comfort the sad, to wake up those who have not yet 
found God, to create joy and beauty wherever you go, to find God in everything 
and everyone. (Lester 1942, 3)   
This description makes plain the essential aspects of her philosophy: opposition to war 
µVWRSZDU¶ speaking out fRUMXVWLFHµSXULI\WKHZRUOG¶ working for social justice 
µJHWLWVDYHGIURPSRYHUW\DQGULFKHVWRKHDO WKHVLFNWRFRPIRUWWKHVDG¶ the spiritual 
DQGSHUVRQDOURRWVRISHDFHµZDNHXSWKRse who have not yet found *RG¶ the artistic 
HOHPHQWRIDFWLYLVPµWRFUHDWHMR\DQGEHDXW\ZKHUHYHU\RXJR¶ and universal 
EURWKHUKRRGµWRILQG*RGLQHYHU\WKLQJDQGHYHU\RQH¶ 
7KHNH\LGHDZKLFKVWDQGVDWWKHFHQWUHRI0XULHO¶VDFWLYLVPDQGSDUWLFXODUO\
activism for peace) is a  connection between the practical and the ideological, illustrated 
for her by scripture and the figure of Christ. Muriel saw in Jesus a world-changing 
individual, the archetypal activist. For her the activist was to emulate Christ in two 
ways: specific acts of social justice (as Christ performs in the gospels), and in pointing 
beyond herself to larger truths (as Christ points beyond himself to the nature of God). In 
the Christian tradition this idea is known as incarnation. Christ is both fully God and 
IXOO\KXPDQ*RGLQFDUQDWHLQWRKXPDQIRUPZKLFKPHDQVWKDWµ&KULVWLVD
PDQLIHVWDWLRQRIWKHDEVROXWHZLWKLQWKHVHWWLQJRIWKLVZRUOG¶&ROOLQV7KH
activist (as with the follower of Jesus) is recognised by their presence and action within 
day-to-day life, as opposed to by statements of belief or purity customs. This same 
action points beyond themselves to what they believe. For Muriel incarnation was the 






of incarnation. God is understood as creator, and this creative God is manifest in and 
manifesting through Jesus in the process of incarnation. Christ both demonstrates and 
actually creates the new world order through his presence and actions for social justice. 
The activist then points to the idea through incarnation (being manifest in the world), 
but is also creating herself and the new world (manifesting through) in the process of 
incarnation, of living out conviction in the ordinary moments of life. Muriel often 
GHPDQGHGFKDQJHEXWIRUKHUWKHUHDOFKDOOHQJHZDVWRµSUDFWLFHOLIHDVDQDUW¶7RFUDIW
a life, and a mind, which embodied change in its habits and practices. 
So the idea of incarnation suggested that the novel would need to represent 
0XULHO¶VDFWLRQVLQDUHDOLVWLFPDWHULDOZRUOGLQRUGHUWRPDQLIHVWKHULGHDVHIIHFWLYHO\ 
for readers. In doing so the form of the novel would mimic the form of her activism by 
focusing on the transformation of narrative moments through the person of the activist, 
which would also point beyond the narrative to an examination of her beliefs. After a 
degree of trial and error, experimenting with different voices, perspectives and modes of 
writing, I began to see Muriel and her world come to life most vividly through the 
voices of two narrators, Dorothy and George Hogg. However, I found a recurring desire 
to trouble the rather predictable storytelling of the kind of historical naturalism that 
simple incarnation suggested. Even in the early stages a desire crept into the characters' 
YRLFHVWRDPSOLI\WKHPHDQLQJRIWKHLUDFWLRQVµEHIRUHRXUOLYHVEHFRPHRQO\KLVWRU\¶
(Martin Carey 2016 5). They know that they are telling stories. They both discuss the 
role of writing within their practice of activism, and wrestle with the role of narrative, 
the politics of representation, and the relationship between truth and fiction. These 
struggles reflect central concerns of my own writing process, as I endeavoured to 
dissect the relationship between fiction, activism and propaganda. Something instinctive 
urged me to resist a narrative that was too simple, too clear, too cosy. 
The more that elements of unreliability and heightened subjectivity crept into the 
narrative, the more I saw they reflected my own deepening understanding of Muriel. A 
more radical understanding of incarnation, and what Muriel meant by it, was necessary 
to formulate a clearer idea of the emerging aesthetics of the activist novel. 
Muriel's view of incarnation (repeatedly enforced by stories from her own life) 
crucially acknowledged and incorporated the textual nature of scripture²that, as John 
Caputo (2001) explains using theories of theoSRHWLFVDVFULSWXUDOWH[WµDGPLWVRIHQGOHVV
GHFRQWH[WXDOLVDWLRQDQGGHFRQWH[WXDOLVDWLRQHQGOHVVUHDGLQJDQGUHUHDGLQJ¶7KDW
µ*RGLVDTXHVWLRQQRWDQDQVZHUWKHPRVWUDGLFDOthought we can entertain, that 
H[SRVHVWKHTXHVWLRQDELOLW\RIDOORWKHUDQVZHUVZHWKLQNZHKDYH¶ (117). It is this God-
question, then, who is incarnate in the story. This suggests a different way to think 
about incarnation. Rather than a single, narrativeO\ERXQGµPDQLIHVWDWLRQRIWKH
DEVROXWHZLWKLQWKHVHWWLQJRIWKLVZRUOG¶ the text of scripture invites us to remember 
WKHµVFDQGDORISDUWLFXODULW\¶RUVXEMHFWLYLW\DWWKHKHDUWRIWKH-HVXVPRPHQW&ROOLQV
1966, 274; 109). Despite its realistic cultural setting, the incarnation presented in the 
Gospels and the New Testament is a narrative unsettled by the subjective lens of 
LQGLYLGXDOLW\7KLVµVFDQGDO¶LVKLGLQJLQSODLQVLJKWRQFHDQDWLYLW\-play reading is cast 
off. Not only does Jesus express his ministry largely in acts and stories for, with, and 
towards a vast array of individuals, but the whole story is told through the radically 
different testimonies of four gospel writers (not withstanding the apocryphal gospels). 
These four writers take liberties with the material, have competing agendas, and in fact 
tell different versions of all the major stories. Incarnation then does not offer a concrete, 
realistic example. Instead of using naturalism to restrict, scripture presents an 
opporWXQLW\WRHQJDJHLQFUHDWLYHFRQYHUVDWLRQµ,WVIRFDOSRLQWLVQRW%HLQJEXW
%HFRPLQJ¶8QGHUKLOO7KLVLQWHUSUHWDWLRQVXJJHVWHGWRPHDQHQWLUHO\PRUH
playful, and more radical, way of telling Muriel Lester's story. 
0RUHRYHU0XULHO¶VGHILQLWLRQ of her activism includes the telling desire to 
µZDNHXSWKRVHZKRKDYHQRW\HWIRXQG*RG¶7KHYHUEµZDNHXS¶VXJJHVWVDEUHDNIURP
traditional evangelism. Rather than teaching a set of values Muriel understood that her 
role was to facilitate a change of being in others, from resistant to change towards an 
open conversation. She did not understand incarnation to be the descent of God from a 
far away place into human form, but rather the ultimate expression of the God who is 
alUHDG\µLQHYHU\WKLQJDQGHYHU\RQH¶+HULQVWUXFWLRQWRILQG*RGLVEHWWHUXQGHUVWRRGDV
an encouragement to see the divine. Incarnation demanded for Muriel a serious 
UHFRJQLWLRQRIWKHGLYLQHLQDOOZKLFKZDVµWROHDUQWRWKLQNOLNH*RG>ZKLFK@PHDQVWR
ignore barriers of class, race and nation . . . the dropping of all labeOV¶/HVWHU, 27). 
7RWDNHWKLVVHULRXVO\PHDQVµSODFLQJRXUVHOYHVLQWRTXHVWLRQWKURXJKWKHSUHVHQFHRI
WKHRWKHU¶5ROOLQV 
I sought to reflect this more complex, subjective incarnation throughout Between 
The Wars. The novel, like Muriel, had to be rooted in its own questionability to avoid 
the danger of becoming propaganda. As well as revealing the writing process, as 
described above, and so their subjectivity, I wanted the characters to occupy a 
discursive world. They question themselves and others, and actively engage with ideas 
of activism, truth, and justice. The reader is invited to join Dorothy and George as they 
JUDSSOHZLWK0XULHO¶VSKLORVRSK\$V'RURWK\DQG*HRrge discover their own responses 
to her incarnation, they become their own, new, incarnate narrative of activism with 
whom the reader is also invited to engage and question. So there are three incarnations, 
triply subjective, allowing them to point together to a more complex idea. To avoid a 
sense that the reader is being directed, their two central stories move outwardly in 
opposite directions. George travels from confidence to uncertainty and Dorothy from 
uncertainty to confidence. Yet while these trajectories mirror one another they move 
across very different timeframes. The story is slippery, taking the characters and the 
reader by surprise in turning familiar tropes, settings, and characters on their heads. 
Through an honest attempt to manifest MurieO¶VDFWLYLVWSUDFWLFHDQGSKLORVRSK\
into fiction I found that all certainties about the novel that resulted had dissolved. The 
idea of the activist novel that I discovered had to root in the fallibility of its own form if 
it was to become an activist novel in the spirit of Muriel Lester. As Muriel wrote in 
µODQJXDJHLVWKHPHDQVE\ZKLFKKXPDQEHLQJVPLVXQGHUVWDQGRQHDQRWKHU¶
(Lester 1934). I too had placed myself into question and had come to accept the 
possibility, indeed the almost inevitable facWRIWKHQRYHO¶VIDLOXUHWRSURYRNH
quantifiable change. However, this no longer seemed an adequate measure for activism. 
7KHFHUWDLQW\DQGGDWDWKDWVXFKDQDVSLUDWLRQGHPDQGVVXFKµSUHWHQFHVDWDXWKRULWDWLYH
NQRZOHGJH¶FDQEHVHHQDVµIDLOXUHVRIODQJXDJH¶6ROQLW in themselves, and 
certainly failures of imagination, or failures of narrative. In the essay on Virginia Woolf 
quoted above, 6ROQLWVXJJHVWVWKDW:RROI¶VZULWLQJLVDOZD\Vcircling the unsayable, 
striving to value that which cannot be easily defined or quantified in order to preserve 
WKHYHU\IUHHGRPVLWZLVKHVWRSURPRWH,WLVµDUHYROWRIWKHLPDJLQDWLRQLQIDYRXURI
subtleties¶ (105). Here Solnit¶VUHDGLQJRI:RROIPLUURUVWKHDFWLYLVWQRYHOLQVSLUHGE\
Muriel Lester; ERWKVHHNµthe digressive, the exploratoU\WKHQXPLQRXVWKHXQFHUWDLQ¶ 
(105), because it is in all these places that the activist might find themselves or another 
can µZDNHXS¶. 
The activist works for change, of course, but like the artist she also keeps alive 
the possibility of another world. David Grossman (2007) KDVVDLGµZKHQZHZULWHZH
feel the earth move . . LWLVQRWIUR]HQWKHUHLVQRVWDWXVTXR¶,Q0XULHO¶V
philosophy it is never ultimately possible to change anything but oneself. It is this 
change of self that incarnation invites, and which holds the potential for all other 
change. The activist novel, then, must also be open to changing itself, open to question, 
uncertain and perhaps unreliable, so that even as it transforms the moments of it's own 
narrative it might open the door to some new question, some new or better view, and 
find, in turn, itself transformed to start the story afresh. 
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